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Isaiah 53, Substitution, and the Covenant Curses—Part 1
by Richard M. Davidson

o other
chapter
in the Old
Testament
presents such a
comprehensive and
beautiful picture
of the Gospel as Isaiah 53. Here we find
the most central, the deepest, the loftiest
Messianic portrait that the Old Testament
prophets, outstripping themselves, ever
achieved. The fourth Messianic Servant
Song of Isaiah (Isa 52:13–53:12) stands
in the background of almost every New
Testament treatment of the passion,
resurrection, and exaltation of Christ.1
At the heart of Isaiah 53 is the theme
of penal substitution—that the Messianic
Servant paid the legal penalty of our
transgressions to make atonement for us
in order that we might escape punishment.
All of the major elements of the biblical
doctrine of substitutionary atonement are
found in this chapter: (1) the Servant was
sinless and righteous (vv. 7, 9, 11); (2) He
bore the punishment of others’ iniquity (vv.
4–6, 8, 11–12); (3) He suffered and died
for “all,” an unlimited atonement (v. 6; cf.
52:12); (4) God (the Father) Himself acted
to lay our sins upon the Servant and to
punish Him for those sins (vv. 6, 10); (5) the
Servant suffered willingly and deliberately
(vv. 4, 12);(6) He became a “guilt offering”
(Hebrew ’asham) to make atonement for
our guilt (v. 10; cf. Lev 5–7); and (7) the
suffering/death of the Servant benefits us
for whom He suffered and died, bringing us
peace (shalom) and healing and justification
(vv. 5, 11).2
One evidence for the substitutionary
atonement in Isaiah 53 that has not received
much attention is the connection of this
prophecy with earlier portions of the Old
Testament. In this brief study, I wish to
call attention to the inter-textual linkages
of Isaiah 53 with the covenant curses
summarized in Deuteronomy 28, and
intimated even earlier in Genesis 15.
Deuteronomy 28 summarizes the
blessings that would attend Israel as they
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remained in covenant loyalty to God, and
likewise announces the covenant curses
that would come to God’s people if they
turned away from their covenant loyalty to
the Lord, their God. Among the covenant
curses is the mention of “sickness” (Heb.
choli) in vv. 59, 61. A synonymous Hebrew
word for “sickness” or “faintness,” madveh,
is also employed in the covenant curses
of Deuteronomy 28 (v. 60). Another
word delineating the covenant curses in
Deuteronomy 28 is the noun makkah,
which can be translated as “plague, wound,
blow” (v. 59 [3 times], 61). The verbal
form of this word, nakah, “to strike,” is
found four times in the covenant curses
of Deuteronomy 28 (vv. 22, 27, 28, 35),
depicting the Lord “striking” rebellious

The Messiah
is taking upon
Himself the curse of
“sickness/grief” that
His people deserved!
Israel with various curses.
In light of this background in
Deuteronomy 28, note the condition of Israel
that is described by Isaiah in the opening
chapter of his prophetic book. Within the
context of a covenant lawsuit (or legal
investigative judgment), signaled by the
call to the witnesses (heaven and earth, v.
1), God indicts Israel for rebellion against
Himself (v. 2), for failure to “know” (i.e.
continue in intimate covenant relationship
with) Him (v. 3), for forsaking the Lord and
turning away backward from Him (v. 4).
What is the result of this breach of covenant
loyalty? The covenant curses have already
begun to be manifested! Vv. 5–6: “Why
should you be stricken [nakah] again? You
will revolt more and more. The whole head
is sick [choli], and the whole heart faints
[davvay]. From the sole of the foot even
to the head, there is no soundness in it, but
bruises [chaburah] and sores and putrefying
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wounds [makkah]; they have not been closed
or bound up, or soothed with ointment.”
Key words in this passage link
decisively with the covenant curses of
Deuteronomy 28. The same Hebrew noun
makkah is used to describe the “wounds/
afflictions” as four times in Deuteronomy
28, and the same verbal root upon which
this noun is built, nakah “to strike,” is
used in Isaiah 1 as occurs four times in
Deutonomy 28. The same Hebrew word
choli is employed by Isaiah to describe
Israel’s “sickness” as found in Deut 28:59,
61. Finally, the Hebrew adjective davvay,
“sick, faint,” corresponds to the noun
madveh “sickness” of Deut 28:60; both
words come from the same Hebrew root. By
means of these inter-textual linkages, it is
clear that God is communicating to Israel in
Isaiah’s day that they are already beginning
to suffer the covenant curses for their
covenant disloyalty to Him.
But this is not the end of the story!
In Isa 1:18-19 there is already the hint
of God’s promise to forgive and cleanse
Israel’s sin. What is only hinted at in the
opening chapter of Isaiah is given amazing
amplification in Isaiah 53, as the Suffering
Servant voluntarily takes upon Himself
the covenant curses of the people of Israel!
The Messianic Servant in this chapter
is described as a “Man of sorrows, and
acquainted with grief [choli, singular]”
(v. 3), the One who “has borne our griefs
[choli, plural] and carried our sorrows” (v.
4). The verbal parallel does not show up in
many English translations, but the Hebrew
word often translated “grief/s” in these
verses is choli, the same word translated
“sickness” in Deut 28:59, 61 and Isa 1:5.
The Messiah is taking upon Himself the
curse of “sickness/grief” that His people
deserved! Isa 53:4b-5 continues the
description of His vicarious suffering: “Yet
we esteemed Him stricken, smitten [from
the verbal root nakah] by God, and afflicted.
But He was wounded for our transgressions,
bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement
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what He says because we have to,
“or else.” Rather, God wants us to
enter into loving intimacy, friendship,
and communion with Him. That’s a
completely different experience, a
completely different relationship,
and a completely different religion.
It is the difference between the old
covenant and the new covenant.
The old covenant is bondage (i.e.
obedience is a mere obligation), while
the new covenant is joyous obedience
(i.e. doing what’s right because it is
right, and because we love God and
others)
David repeatedly talks about the joy
of obedience, and that is exactly what Paul
is pointing to in the book of Philemon. It
all depends on your picture of God. If you
picture God as watching us closely with
a desire to reprimand or punish as soon
as a mistake is made, then you’ll rebel, or
obey from fear and obligation—even if
you don’t want that for your motivation.
You will be held—psychologically and
motivationally—by your picture of what
God is like in your mind. If you picture
God as He is revealed in Jesus Christ, then
you’ll obey from love and desire to do
right—naturally.
As the the biblical authors say:

“Blessed [is] the man that walketh not in
the counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth
in the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the
seat of the scornful. But his delight [is] in
the law of the LORD; and in his law doth
he meditate day and night” (Ps1:1-2). “I
delight to do Your will, O my God; Your
Law is within my heart” (Ps 40:8). “Let
thy tender mercies come unto me, that
I may live: for thy law [is] my delight”
(Ps119:77). “For I delight in the law of God
after the inward man” (Rom7:22). Pure and
right motives aren’t just a New Testament
belief; they’re throughout scripture.
Again, Ellen White notes:
It is not the fear of punishment,
or the hope of everlasting reward,
that leads the disciples of Christ to
follow Him. They behold the Saviour’s
matchless love, revealed throughout
His pilgrimage on earth, from the
manger of Bethlehem to Calvary’s
cross, and the sight of Him attracts,
it softens and subdues the soul. Love
awakens in the heart of the beholders.
They hear His voice, and they follow
Him.2
Notice, it isn’t fear of punishment,
or hope of reward, that motivates true

Christianity. It is meant to be love for God,
awakened by seeing His love and goodness
for us as manifested in the life and death
of Jesus Christ, that changes the heart and
empowers us to follow Him.
It is a necessary and sobering question
that we all need to ask ourselves. If there
were no heaven to gain, no heavenly reward
and eternal life, and if there were no hell
(however you understand it) to be shunned
and feared, would you still be a Christian?
If all we had was 60-90 years of life,
with no eternity future, would we still be
Christians and living in fellowship with
God? The answer to that question tells us
whom we love more—God or self. Jesus
proved at Calvary that God loves us more
than He loves Himself. When push came
to shove, and God’s life was on the line,
would He give up His life for us or save
His life and lose us? He chose to sacrifice
Himself to save us at any cost to Himself.
_______________________
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Ellen G. White, Christ’s Object Lessons
(Washington, D.C.: Review and Herald, 1941),
97. Emphasis added.
Idem., The Desire of Ages (Mountain View,
Calif.: Pacific Press, 1940), 480.

Robert Hunsaker is a lay person from
Boston, Massachusetts.

Isaiah 53, continued from page 4
for our peace was upon Him, and with His
stripes [chaburah, plural chaburoth] we are
healed.” Again the “smiting/striking” (nakah)
by God harks back to the fourfold divine
“smiting” of rebellious Israel listed in the
covenant curses of Deuteronomy 28. But
here the Messianic Servant, the New Israel,
receives the covenant curses of divine smiting
in Israel’s stead. Isa 53:5 also mentions
the “stripes” (chaburoth) received by the
Messiah, and these “stripes” are among the
covenant curses mentioned in Isa 1:6.
_______________________

1

The first three Messianic Servant Songs of Isaiah
are: Isa 42:1–9 (The Servant’s Call); 49:1–13
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(The Servant’s Commission); and 50:4–11 (The
Servant’s Commitment). There are seven formal
New Testament citations of the Isaiah’s Fourth
Messianic Servant Song (Isa 52:13–53:12, The
Servant’s Career): Matt 8:16–17 (citing 53:4);
Luke 22:37 (citing 53:12); John 12:38 and Rom
10:16 (citing 53:1); Acts 8:32–33 (citing 53:7–8);
Romans 15:20–21 (citing 52:15); and 1 Pet 2:22–
25 (citing 53:5, 9). The New Testament contains
about 35 additional allusions to this Servant Song.
For deeper study of the aspects of substitutionary
atonement in this Servant Song, see especially:
KyeSang Ha, “Cultic Allusions in the Suffering
Servant Poem (Isaiah 52:13–53:12),” Ph.D.
dissertation, Andrews University, 2009; Steve
Jeffery, Michael Ovey, and Andrew Sach, Pierced
for Our Transgressions: Rediscovering the Glory of
Penal Substitution (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 2007);
F. Duane Lindsey, The Servant Songs: A Study in
Isaiah (Chicago: Moody, 1985); J. Alec Motyer,
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The Prophecy of Isaiah: An Introduction and
Commentary (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity
Press, 1993), 442–443; and Edward J. Young,
The Book of Isaiah, 3 vols.; New International
Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids,
Mich.: Eerdmans, 1972), 3:334–359.
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